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THE EUPHO RIA HAS DIED down over
our “tri umph with out vic tory”1 in
the Gulf War, but the harm it can do
is still with us. It is time to ex am ine

what we think we saw and learned from both
the tele vi sion im agery and the post war in ter -
pre ta tions. We need to as sess with a more dis -
pas sion ate eye what did and did not take
place. Much—in deed, per haps most—of what

the pub lic knows to be true about the Gulf
War sim ply is not so. This ar ti cle ex am ines a
number of as ser tions about the war and dis -
putes the con ven tional wis dom on the sub -
ject.

What fol lows is a list of propo si tions about
the Gulf War that are com monly ac cepted as
true by the Ameri can pub lic in gen eral and by
many pol icy mak ers and mem bers of the mili -
tary as well. They are at best half- truths, if not
out right myths. One can quib ble with all of
them, but they con sti tute the con ven tional
wis dom on the Gulf War. It is im por tant that
we as sess these propo si tions care fully. If not,
we shall take the wrong “les sons learned”
from the ex pe ri ence. Do ing so will mean mis -
man age ment of in creas ingly scarce de fense
re sources and the de vel op ment of an in ap pro -
pri ate strat egy with which to con front the fu -
ture. We can ill af ford ei ther.

When the US mili tary is called upon again,
as it will be, the pub lic is the ena bling agent
for its em ploy ment. Our im age of de fense of
the na tion and our vi sion of our se cu rity will
pro vide the con text for that de ci sion. A pub lic 
be guiled by myths of the Gulf War and false
ex pec ta tions about our ca pa bili ties and fu -
ture suc cess is dan ger ous. When pol icy reach
ex ceeds prac ti cal grasp, dis as ter of ten re sults.
Hence, this ar ti cle ul ti mately is an ef fort to di -
min ish the oft- unfounded con fi dence in US
ca pa bili ties as a re sult of the Gulf War.

6



It Was a War

Magnificent, But Was It War?

—Angelo Codevilla, Commentary,
April 1992            

The Gulf War matches our con ven tional
im age of war fare, but it was an anom aly
none the less. It looked like a war to the Ameri -
can pub lic and the world at large, given the
ex ten sive tele vi sion cov er age pro vided by Ca -
ble News Net work (CNN). It was a war by defi -
ni tion, but it was a very odd one. It also had
re marka bly few casu al ties for the ord nance
ex pended. The 146 com bat deaths suf fered
by the United States (346 to tal from all
causes) out of 511,000 troops de ployed from
6 August 1990 to 12 Feb ru ary 1991 rep re sent
a loss rate one- tenth of what the Is raelis suf -
fered in the Six- Day War of 1967. In fact, the
number of deaths was so low that young
Ameri can males were safer in the war zone
than in peace time con di tions in the United
States.2 That doesn’t seem like what we think
of when we think of war, does it?

It was not a war in a clas sic sense. For most
of the “war,” only one side fought. For most
of the 43 days of the air cam paign and the one 
hun dred hours of the ground cam paign, with
few ex cep tions, the Iraqi mili tary didn’t fight. 
Iraq’s planes stayed on the ground or fled to

Iran, and most of its na val forces es chewed
com bat. There were few pitched bat tles—the
Bat tle of Khafji be ing the ma jor ex cep tion,
but even that was a lim ited en coun ter by most 
stan dards. The fa mous “left hook” en vel op -
ment meant that we largely avoided con tact
with the en emy, and vast num bers of Iraqi
troops fled north to Basra or sur ren dered
rather than fight. In many ways, we won a bat -
tle—the bat tle of Ku wait—and not a war. We
achieved a truce, not a peace.

It didn’t end the way most wars we have
fought in this cen tury have ended. We didn’t
oc cupy en emy ter ri tory, de moc ra tize the po -
liti cal sys tem, ad min is ter the coun try, or in -
vest in its in fra struc ture af ter de feat ing it, as
we did with Ger many and Ja pan. We didn’t
leave tens of thou sands of ground troops in
the area to in sure that it doesn’t hap pen
again, as we did af ter World War II and Ko rea.
Nor did we to tally leave the coun try, as we did 
af ter Viet nam. For all the one- sidedness of the 
mili tary tri umph, vic tory has proven to be
elu sive, with the cen tral is sue—Iraqi claims on 
Ku wait—un re solved. The cir cum stances af ter
the Gulf “War” in many ways are not ter ri bly

MYTHS OF THE GULF WAR  7

When you are win ning a war, al most eve ry thing can
be claimed to be right and wise.

—Win ston Chur chill

Ann Arm strong         



dif fer ent from their an te ce dents. Save for the
de struc tion of many tar gets, what did we ac -
com plish? Is there a bet ter peace af ter the war
than ex isted be fore it?

It’s Over

Battle Stations

—Newsweek Article on US Deployments
to the Gulf, 16 February 1998     

The war is not over. Its im pact lin gers on in 
many ways, and the re gion may be no more
se cure than it was eight years ago. The US
Navy had six ships on sta tion in the Per sian
Gulf re gion in July 1990. In the spring of
1998, it had 15 de ployed to the area. The US
Air Force had two com pos ite wings—one at
Dhah ran, Saudi Ara bia, and one in In cir lik,
Tur key—with roughly two hun dred planes. It
had none in the area in July 1990. As a re sult
of the most re cent in ci dent of Sad dam’s jerk -
ing our chain, more than 44,000 serv ice
mem bers de ployed to the re gion in the spring 
of 1998. Even af ter re duc ing the force by
more than half, we in tend to leave ap proxi -
mately 19,000 troops in the area.3 Mean -
while, US planes pa trol the skies, im ple ment -
ing no- fly zones in Op era tion Pro vide
Com fort—now North ern Watch—in north ern
Iraq and in South ern Watch in the south.
Each of these flights merely bores holes
through the sky. The pi lots do not prac tice
air- to- air com bat, close air sup port, or bomb -
ing skills. They just put hours on en gines and
air frames that fur ther de te rio rate in the des -
ert heat and sand. Both our skills and our
equip ment—Guard and Re serve as well as ac -
tive duty—are be ing se ri ously de graded in
these op era tions.

The Iraqis were not beaten as badly as we
thought. The two hun dred thou sand Iraqi
casu al ties turned out to be more on the or der
of a fifth of that number, per haps as low as
eight thou sand killed.4 Most mem bers of the
vaunted Re pub li can Guard—with over half of
the best ar mor in the Iraqi army and 70 per -
cent of Iraq’s troop strength, ac cord ing to

analy sis by the Cen tral In tel li gence Agency
and the De fense In tel li gence Agency—es -
caped north to Basra and were nei ther killed
nor cap tured. Am mu ni tion stocks were not
se ri ously de pleted in most ground units be -
cause lit tle fight ing oc curred. Many items,
save com bat air craft, de stroyed in the war
have been re placed over the years. Events
since the war have shown that our knowl edge
of both the nu clear and chemi cal/bio logi cal
weap ons ca pa bil ity of Iraq proved woe fully
in ade quate. Al though these weap ons re main
un der United Na tions (UN) moni tor ing, they
are far more ex ten sive than we origi nally be -
lieved and have nei ther been de stroyed nor
de com mis sioned in their en tirety.

Iraq did not win mili tar ily, but it did not
lose po liti cally. It still has claims on Ku wait as
its 19th prov ince. Sad dam Hussein is still in
power. On his score card, he “won” by not los -
ing po liti cally. He sur vived and has less do -
mes tic op po si tion now than be fore August
1990. We have de ployed large forces to the re -
gion three times since the end of the Gulf
War. As for those peo ple who thought sanc -
tions would work—Co lin Pow ell chief among
them—nearly eight years have passed since
they were es tab lished. With sanc tions and the 
Gulf War it self, not much has hap pened to
change Iraqi poli cies or the re gime of Sad -
dam, save to make him even more para noid.
The popu la tion, not the gov ern ment, has felt
the im pact. Mean while, our sup port in the re -
gion has waned con sid era bly com pared to
1990.

We Won

Saddam defined victory as “defending our-
selves until the other side gives up.”

—Gen Perry Smith, USAF, Retired, How CNN
Fought the War                  

We did not win po liti cally or mili tar ily,
for we did not ac com plish our ob jec tives on
ei ther front. Sad dam re mains in power, and
his vaunted Re pub li can Guard was not de -
stroyed. The casu alty es ti mates, our suc cess

8  AIRPOWER JOURNAL  FALL 1998



in de stroy ing Iraq’s nu clear ca pa bil ity, and
the time it would take Iraq to re con sti tute its 
forces were all woe fully mis cal cu lated. We
forced Iraq to with draw from Ku wait and did 
so with very few casu al ties—even fewer than
in the Spanish- American War. But all was
not good, for 35 of the 146 US casu al ties
were at trib uted to the oxy mo ronic term
friendly fire.

We did not “play” it the way Ameri cans
have come to ex pect wars to be fought. It nei -
ther ended nor started in the ways we have
come to think about war. US forces were not
en gaged for five and one- half months af ter
the ag gres sion oc curred. The rheto ric proved
far more heated than the ac tions for most of
the pe riod of con fron ta tion. Presi dent
George Bush lik ened Sad dam to Hit ler. When 
the war started, we de cided when to pull the
trig ger, not the en emy. When the war ended, 
the Iraqis didn’t sue for peace; we just
stopped it uni lat er ally and then had them
agree to our terms. We didn’t seek un con di -
tional sur ren der, con firmed by oc cu py ing
the ene my’s coun try. We did not in sist on
repa ra tions or com plete prisoner- of- war ex -
changes. There were no war- crimes tri als.
There was no com pre hen sive set tle ment.
Things just sort of stopped af ter the magic
one- hundred- hour ground cam paign. Gor -
don Brown—Gen Nor man Schwarz kopf’s
chief foreign- policy ad vi sor at US Cen tral
Com mand (CENT COM), on loan from the
State De part ment—told in ter view ers, “We
never did have a plan to ter mi nate the war.”5

Al though we scored lop sided mili tary
suc cesses, we didn’t win in many ways. We
re claimed Ku wait, but Sad dam re mains. We
did not change the lead er ship or the pref er -
ences of the re gime that caused the war in
the first place. And the de gree of pun ish -
ment that we thought we meted out proved
in ret ro spect far less than we had imag ined.
For all the de struc tion vis ited on Iraq, it is
ques tion able if Sad dam is any more de -
terred by our “tri umph with out vic tory” or
if the bal ance of forces in the area has been
fun da men tally trans formed in our fa vor.
We are the ones who have seen our mili tary
forces cut by roughly 40 per cent. Sad dam’s

are build ing up, not di min ish ing. UN in spec -
tions not with stand ing, we can not be sure of
his ca pa bil ity to have or util ize weap ons of
mass de struc tion.

We Accomplished
Our Objectives

Our military objectives are met.

—George Bush, 27 February 1991

They were not. Nor were our po liti cal ob jec -
tives re al ized. This was in large meas ure be -
cause we ter mi nated the war uni lat er ally—ear -
lier than we should have—with out re al iz ing the
more im por tant of our po liti cal goals and mili -
tary ob jec tives. We failed to meet our own cri te -
ria and were con fused as to the larger pur poses
of the strug gle we waged in the Gulf. War ter mi -
na tion was not well speci fied be cause we had
no clear end state in mind.

Presi dent Bush stated four ob jec tives for
US in volve ment in the Gulf War: (1) with -
drawal of Iraqi forces from Ku wait; (2) res to -
ra tion of the le giti mate gov ern ment of Ku -
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wait; (3) pro tec tion of Saudi Ara bia and other
states in the Gulf from Iraq (which im plic itly
guar an teed the flow of oil from the Per sian
Gulf); and (4) pro tec tion of Ameri can citi zens 
abroad.6 We ac com plished the first two of
these po liti cal goals. The third and fourth con -
sti tute an open-ended com mit ment that we
may have to dem on strate again. Ac cord ing to
the op era tions or der, the mili tary ob jec tives
for Op era tion De sert Storm were to “[1] At -
tack Iraqi po litical/mili tary lead er ship and
com mand and con trol; [2] Gain and main tain
air su pe ri or ity; [3] Sever Iraqi sup ply lines; [4] 
De stroy chemi cal, bio logi cal and nu clear ca -
pa bil ity; [5] De stroy the Re pub li can Guard
forces; and [6] Lib er ate Ku wait.”7 We
achieved items (2), (3), and (6). Item (1)
proved a par tial suc cess at best, and we did
not ac com plish items (4) and (5).

Two di vi sions of the Re pub li can Guard
along with nearly seven hun dred tanks es -
caped north to Basra, avoid ing cap ture or de -
struc tion—likely out comes, had Gen Fre der -
ick Franks and VII Corps moved faster at the

out set and not turned as they did. Saf wan was
not even in our pos ses sion when we des ig -
nated it the site for talks af ter a cease- fire. We
re turned Iraqi pris on ers with out lib er at ing
cap tive Ku waiti citi zens in re turn and al lowed 
the Iraqis to use heli cop ters to put down nas -
cent re bel lions among Kurds in the north and
Shi ite reb els in the south, both of whom we
had en cour aged in their ef forts against Sad -
dam. It was not our fin est hour.

Technology (PGMs)
Won the War

In 1991, approximately 85 percent of smart
bombs hit within 10 feet of their aiming
points.

—Richard Hallion, Storm over Iraq (1992)

In the Gulf War, we en joyed a several-
 orders- of- magnitude im prove ment in aer ial
bom bard ment, com pared to our pre vi ous expe -
ri ences. The com bi na tion of stealth and
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precision- guided mu ni tions (PGM) may pro -
vide a vast im prove ment in ac cu racy and ca -
pa bili ties. But there is more to it than that.
The sim plis tic im age of a bomb go ing down
an air vent, as re played on CNN many times,
is not an ac cu rate re flec tion of the re al ity of
aer ial bom bard ment in the Gulf. It be lies the
true ac cu racy and fre quency of use of PGMs.
The great bulk of ord nance used—roughly 95
per cent—con sisted of “dumb” bombs, not
“smart” ones. We are still far from the much
bal ly hooed “one tar get, one bomb” claim is -
sued im me di ately af ter the war by de fense
con trac tors and Air Force lead er ship. A Gov -
ern ment Ac count ing Of fice (GAO) as sess -
ment8 of the ef fec tive ness of the Gulf War air
cam paign sug gests that al though the re sults
were a great im prove ment over pre vi ous air
cam paigns, they were no where nearly as
good as claimed.

High tech nol ogy cer tainly did play a role
in the Gulf War, but it had as much to do
with com mu ni ca tions, sur veil lance, navi -
ga tion, and the use of space- based as sets as
with PGMs. The role of the Global Po si tion -
ing Sys tem (GPS), se cure sat el lite com mu -
ni ca tions, night- vision de vices, and mas -
sive aer ial re fu el ing and tanker op era tions
was rou tinely more im por tant than that of
smart bombs, an ti ra dia tion mis siles, cruise
mis siles, and Pa triot mis sile de fenses
against Scud mis siles. Things that didn’t go
“bang” were the more im por tant tech no -
logi cal ac com plish ments. But our lead in
these ar eas of mili tary tech nol ogy is dis si -
pat ing rap idly. One can buy GPS re ceiv ers
com mer cially; con tract with pri vate com pa -
nies to get over head space im agery; and use
note book com put ers, cel lu lar phones, and
direct- broadcast sat el lite ca pa bil ity to run a
war from vir tu ally any where.

Ef fects are the im por tant met ric, and
PGMs give us an order- of- magnitude im -
prove ment over bomb ing re sults in the past.
This de vel op ment makes mod ern war a very
ex pen sive propo si tion. The big gest prob lem
in re al iz ing the po ten tial of PGMs with one-
 to- three- meter ac cu racy is that they re quire
one- to- three- meter pre ci sion in tel li gence to
en able them. We’re not there yet.

The “Vietnam Syndrome”
Is Over:

US Military Might
and Prestige Are Restored

When we win, and we will win, we will have
taught a dangerous dictator and any tyrant
tempted to follow in his footsteps that the US
has a new credibility and what we say goes.

—George Bush, 1 February 1991

I guess Slo bo dan Mi losevic, Raoul Ce dras,
Mo ham med Farah Aidid, and the lead ers of
North Ko rea wer en’t watch ing the Gulf War
or lis ten ing to Presi dent Bush. The half- life of
this dem on stra tion in mili tary ca pa bil ity, at
least in terms of con ven tional de ter rence or
dip lo matic lev er age, seems to have been very
short—if it ever ex isted at all. We seem to have
no more im pact on events since the Gulf War
than we had be fore it. Un der the Clin ton ad -
mini stra tion, amid the sham bles of Bos nia,
Rwanda, and Haiti, one could ar gue that we
have con sid era bly less to say about con flict in
the world than we had dur ing the bad old
days of the cold war. Sad dam Hussein still
threat ens Ku wait de spite what we both say
and do.

If any thing, the United States is even less
will ing, or more re luc tant, to go to war now
than it was be fore the Gulf War. The unique
as pects of the Gulf War set an un re al is tic stan -
dard that we will likely never re al ize again.
These as pects in cluded a quick, high-
 technology, low- casualty, coa li tion war, all of 
which are un likely to be re peated col lec tively
again. Hence, to the de gree that they rep re -
sent the pub lic’s test of mili tary suc cess in the
Ameri can de moc racy, the stan dard may prove 
too dif fi cult to rep li cate. If it can’t be rep li -
cated, it was an anom aly that says lit tle about
cur rent or fu ture US mili tary per form ance in
war. The Ameri can pub lic has lit tle stom ach
for war and is be com ing dis en chanted with
hu mani tar ian mis sions as well.

As men tioned above, the United States has
ap proxi mately 40 per cent fewer mili tary
forces to de vote to fight ing a war than it had
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in 1990. By 1997 the de fense share of the
gross na tional prod uct was the low est since
be fore Pearl Har bor. We will have a 340- ship
Navy, down nearly 50 per cent from the goal
of the Rea gan years, and an Army with sig nifi -
cantly re duced man power. The re serve com -
po nents of the US armed forces have long
out num bered their ac tive duty coun ter parts.
Citi zen sol diers are a proud part of Ameri ca’s
mili tary tra di tion, but we can not fight a war
with out mo bi liz ing the re serves, and there
are po liti cal as well as eco nomic con se -
quences to do ing so for long or with fre -
quency. Given our pro pen sity of late to shake
first a fist and then a fin ger, the United States
is even less ef fec tive in de ter ring would- be ag -
gres sors than in the past. More Ameri can lives 
were lost (18 killed and 76 wounded) in a sin -
gle, vio lent fire fight in So ma lia—a peacekeep -
ing op era tion—than dur ing a sin gle com bat
in ci dent in the Gulf War.

We Can Do It Again
If Necessary

On Alert for Desert Storm II

—Newsweek, 17 October 1994

We might fight and win a Gulf War II ul ti -
mately, but we could not do so quickly and

with few friendly casu al ties un less we used
weap ons of mass de struc tion. Con ven tion -
ally, it would be very much more dif fi cult.
This is true for rea sons that are po liti cal and
eco nomic as well as mili tary. Po liti cally, sev -
eral fac tors have changed. Tur key now has a
frag ile coa li tion gov ern ment as well as a
grow ing Is la mist move ment and po liti cal
party. Next time, that coun try may or may
not grant us use of its air fields or per mis sion
to launch of fen sive op era tions—NATO mem -
ber or not. With out Egyp tian over flight rights 
and the use of Cairo West as a stag ing area,
merely get ting there may be dif fi cult or im -
pos si ble. In the fu ture, given the strength of
Is lamic fun da men tal ism in the coun try,
Egypt may not be able to sup port us as it did
in the past. In ad di tion, one senses that the af -
ter math of the Gulf War—not to men tion So -
ma lia, Bos nia, and Haiti—may have sapped
Ameri can strength and will rather than bol -
stered them. So cial Se cu rity has de feated na -
tional se cu rity as the main is sue for the US
body poli tic.

Given our peacekeep ing ex pe ri ence
(Soma- lia, Bos nia, and Haiti), the po liti cal in -
sta bil ity of ma jor al lies (France and Ger -
many), and the eco nomic dis rup tions in the
world econ omy (Ja pan and East Asia), the
will ing ness to join in an other in ter na tional
ef fort may be slim to non ex ist ent. Cur rency
fluc tua tions, national- debt lev els, in fla tion,
high unem ploy ment, slug gish world trade,
and reces sions in many al lied na tions make
con tri bu tions to such an ef fort on the scale of
the Gulf War highly im prob able. Saudi Ara bia 
now has huge debts and is bor row ing to pay
in ter est and make de fense pur chases. The oil
glut means that most Mid dle East reve nues
have fallen and re main at very low lev els. Ja -
pan can no longer con trib ute the fi nanc ing of
an other Gulf War, and the tur moil in Asian
stock and cur rency mar kets makes us all more 
frag ile.

If things ap pear bleak on these fronts, they
may well be worse mili tar ily. De spite new ma -
te riel com ing on- line, at the mo ment we do
not have the ex cess stocks of mu ni tions con -
sumed in the Gulf War, the trans port ca pac -
ity, or the large num bers of per son nel to do it
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again as quickly or eas ily. The serv ices are rife
with prob lems of re cruit ment, re ten tion, and
readi ness. We do not have some bases in
Europe from which to gen er ate tank ers or
pro vide ramp space to sup port the fer ry ing of
com bat air craft to the Gulf thea ter. The
down siz ing of the US mili tary es tab lish ment
means that the United States now has eight
fewer di vi sions in the US Army; 20,000 fewer
ac tive duty ma rines; 14 fewer fighter wings in
the Air Force; and 182 fewer ships on ac tive
duty in the Navy than it did when Sad dam in -
vaded Ku wait.9

Others Paid for the Cost
of the War

Estimated cost of the Gulf War as of 20 April
1991: $100 billion.

—US General Accounting Office

Oth ers did pay for the great bulk of the cost
of the war. They paid for over $49 bil lion of the
to tal cost of $56 bil lion. But the United States
still put up $7 bil lion for the ef fort and for gave
Egypt $7 bil lion in debt to have it par tici pate in
the 35- member coa li tion. We paid for fewer of
the di rect costs of this war than of any war we
have ever fought as a na tion. Al though that
may be good on one level, car toons of a US GI

with tin cup in hand in front of coa li tion mem -
bers were not a posi tive com men tary on our cir -
cum stances. GAO es ti mates of the di rect costs
of the war are more than dou ble what we col -
lected.1 0 Our to tal is closer to $100 bil lion. But 
di rect war costs to even tual war costs for the
United States yield an av er age ra tio of one to
three. That is, the to tal cost of the Gulf
War—af ter we fac tor in medi cal costs, pen sion 
costs, sur vi vor bene fits, and so forth—will be
more like $300 bil lion. This may sound far-
 fetched, but it is not. In 1990 when the Gulf
War started, the US gov ern ment sent out 51
checks for sur vi vor bene fits to rela tives of vet -
er ans of the US Civil War! Thus, the mone tary 
costs alone are far greater than we have led
the pub lic to be lieve. Budget dif fi cul ties
caused by re de ploy ments to the Gulf, a lack of 
sup ple men tal fund ing for peacekeep ing op -
era tions, and the bat tle be tween readi ness
and mod erni za tion have con spired to make
things even worse.

But the US mili tary is still feel ing the real
costs of the Gulf War. Medi cal and re tire ment
costs will con tinue for a cen tury. Equip ment
costs are also sig nifi cant. Ap proxi mately one-
 third of the C- 141 cargo- plane fleet was in de -
pot main te nance dur ing the year fol low ing the
Gulf War. We are re tir ing C- 141s three times
faster than we are ac quir ing their re place ment
C- 17s. The life of en gines, air frames, on board
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com put ers, con trol sys tems, wing spars, and
so forth on nearly all the air craft util ized dur -
ing the Gulf War and the en su ing no- fly
zones has been se ri ously de graded. Al though
op era tional readi ness rates were main tained
at an av er age of 90 per cent or bet ter for
nearly every type of air craft used in the Gulf
War, spare parts—to gether with the fre quency 
and in ten sity of re quired main te nance—have
a de layed cost of con sid er able mag ni tude.
Mission- capable rates are down and still fal -
ling in many units, while can ni bali za tion
grows.

The United States is pay ing, and will con -
tinue to pay, for the cost of the Gulf War in in -
creased main te nance, short ened life of weap -
ons sys tems and plat forms, and re place ment
of equip ment ex pended from sur plus stocks
dur ing the Gulf War. The last of the F- 15Es
from the 4th Wing at Sey mour John son AFB,
North Caro lina, which were among the first
to de ploy in August 1990, didn’t re turn home
un til July 1994, af ter sup port ing the no- fly
zones in Iraq. They have many more hours on 
their en gines, and the air frames have been

badly de graded by sand, heat, and des ert sun,
as well as in creased rates of use. This is just
one ex am ple. Be cause of down siz ing
through out the mili tary, the United States
will at tempt to field a force with fewer peo ple; 
fewer re serves; less main te nance ca pa bil ity;
fewer spare parts; more miles on air craft,
ships, and ve hi cles; and less mar gin for er ror
and re dun dancy than was the case be fore the
Gulf War.

Gulf War Represents an Almost 
Unblemished Record of

Success, Superior Military
Performance, and
Accomplishment

Public confidence in the military has soared to 
85 percent, far surpassing every other
institution in our society.

—David Gergen, US News and World Report,
11 February 1991              
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Bomb storage in the desert. The great bulk of ordnance used—roughly 95 percent—consisted of “dumb” bombs, not
“smart” ones.



              De spite an over whelm ingly posi tive dis -
play of mili tary prow ess and ac com plish -
ment, the fail ures of the Gulf War are many,
large, and of con sid er able sig nifi cance. We
tend not to pay heed to them or give them the 
dis semi na tion and dis cus sion they de serve.
With out seek ing to take away from the very
con sid er able ac com plish ments of our men
and women in the armed serv ices who per -
formed ad mi ra bly in the Gulf War, we must
ad dress some glar ing fail ures. The bulk of
these in volved tar get ing—es pe cially the fail -
ure to iden tify, lo cate, and de stroy such sa- li -
ent tar gets as the key ele ments of Iraqi ca pa -
bil ity. Tak ing them out is se ri ous busi ness.
We must im prove our ca pac ity to lo cate,
iden tify, tar get, and de stroy key tar gets—mili -
tary and po liti cal.

The in abil ity to lo cate and de stroy Scud
mis sile launch ers (there is not a sin gle con -
firmed de struc tion of a mo bile Scud launcher 
dur ing the Gulf War) is the most se ri ous fail -
ure. As it turned out, the Iraqis had nearly
dou ble the number of mo bile launch ers we
thought they had—some 220 to tal. We flew
twenty- five hun dred sor ties against them.11

Al though we took out sev eral fixed sites, we
did not do well at all against mo bile ones. De -
spite fly ing an av er age of 11 sor ties per
launcher, we left Sad dam with many—and
over two hun dred Scuds as well. This is re gret -
ta ble all the more be cause it is not a novel
prob lem but an old one that we ig nored.
Scuds were remi nis cent of V-2 mis siles from
World War II. We had no bet ter so lu tion for
them in 1991 than we did in 1944. All we
could do was bomb the launch sites, hope we
got lucky, and even tu ally over run them on
the ground. We didn’t.

But there were other fail ures that we must
con tem plate and cor rect as well. These con -
sti tute prob lems that we caused our selves.
Most im por tant among these was the number 
of deaths caused by friendly fire. That re al ity
re mained hid den un til post war in ves ti ga -
tions un cov ered the prob lem. Dur ing the
war, we cre ated too good an im age of our
mili tary prow ess on tele vi sion and a ten -
dency to claim more than was our due. Nearly 

every ini tial claim later proved over blown.
This in turn led to an ex ag ger ated faith in
tech nol ogy and, by ex ten sion, in our na tional 
se cu rity achieved through tech no logi cal su -
pe ri or ity. Alas, such is not the case. Many of
the sys tems that ap peared the most ef fec -
tive—for ex am ple, the Pa triot an ti mis sile mis -
sile12—have, upon closer scru tiny, proven to
be al most mili tar ily ir rele vant in the war.
Some very ex pen sive weap ons sys tems—no ta -
bly the B-1B—didn’t par tici pate. We sim ply do 
not have the re sources to af ford the re dun -
dan cies of the past or to pro cure sys tems we
don’t need or can not or will not use.

The Promise of Airpower
Was Finally Fulfilled

Gulf Lesson One is the value of airpower.

—George Bush, 15 June 1991

Air power did not win the war. It made it
much eas ier for us to achieve the ap pear ance
of vic tory, but since that eluded us, we can not 
say that air power won. No one in the ground
forces or among our coa li tion part ners would
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High technology certainly did play a role in the Gulf War,
but it had as much to do with communications,
surveillance, navigation, and the use of space-based
assets as with PGMs.



have wanted to fight that war with out the tre -
men dous con tri bu tion that air power made to 
it. But nei ther could the US Air Force, the ma -
jor cus to dian of air power, have “won” or
achieved what was ac com plished with out the 
use of Navy, Army, and Ma rine air and sur face 
as sets, de ployed or em ployed in the thea ter.
Air power came closer to be ing de ci sive in the
minds of most peo ple, but it did not achieve
vic tory. Ironi cally, even its suc cess was not
unique.

To un der stand this point is criti cal. De -
moc ra cies in gen eral and Amer ica in par ticu -
lar have a fet ish for fire power over man -
power. We would far rather spend dol lars
than lives. Air power is the quin tes sen tial way
to have stand off power that risks fewer lives
than send ing in ground- combat forces. There
is no dis put ing that. Air power can pun ish, se -
verely di min ish, and de stroy large por tions of 
en emy forces. It can do so rap idly and glob -
ally. Was it de ci sive in the Gulf War? Maybe.
If your defi ni tion is “criti cally im por tant,”
the an swer is yes. If it is “con clu sive,” the an -
swer is no. But air power came far closer to
achiev ing its goals and ac com plish ing our
mili tary aims than ever be fore. We should
have known that it would.

We think we learn from the past, profit
from our mis takes, and learn from pre vi ous
ex pe ri ence so we won’t have to re learn pain -
ful les sons. Would that it were so. We have
lit tle sense of his tory. Hard les sons have a
short half- life equal to about half a gen era -
tion, let alone more. We of ten fail to learn
what we should or for get what we think we
have mas tered. The fol low ing quo ta tion is in -
ter est ing in this re gard:

What are the chief lessons with the strategic use 
of air power in the last war?

[1] One lesson is that the time we were given to
make our preparations was an absolutely
essential factor in our final success. . . . It is
unthinkable that we should ever again be
granted such grace.

[2] Air power in this war developed a strategy
and tactic of its own, peculiar to the third
dimension.

[3] The first and absolute requirement of
strategic air power in this war was the control of
the air in order to carry out sustained operations 
without prohibitive losses.

[4] We profited from the mistakes of our
enemies. To rely on the probability of similar
mistakes by our unknown enemies of the future 
would be folly. The circumstances of timing,
peculiar to the last war, and which worked to
our advantage, will not be repeated. This must
not be forgotten.

[5] Strategic air power could not have won this
war alone, without the surface forces. . . . Air
power, however, was the spark to success. . . .
Another war, however distant in the future,
would probably be decided by some form of air
power before the major surface forces were able
to make contact with the enemy in major
battles. That is the supreme military lesson of
our period in history.1 3

That is an ac cu rate as sess ment of the US
per form ance in the Gulf War and sound ad -
vice for the fu ture. It is a set of in sights we
would do well to heed. But it was not writ ten
about the Gulf War. It was writ ten 45 years ear -
lier by Gen Carl A. “Tooey” Spaatz as his as -
sess ment of the ful fill ment of stra te gic air -
power in World War II! If the prom ise of
air power was ful filled, it was ful filled in that
war. The Gulf War was merely an other dem -
on stra tion of the ef fec tive ness of air power
and the ne ces sity for the United States to proj -
ect power at great dis tance for stra te gic ef fect
us ing the third di men sion. Some where be -
tween World War II and the Gulf War, we ei -
ther failed to learn or con ven iently for got
these les sons. Why did air men not un der -
stand what we had achieved over 50 years
ago? How did they let these in sights dis ap pear 
from their un der stand ing of war and the ap -
pli ca tion of air power? As Yogi Berra would
say, “It’s déjà vu all over again.”

Epilogue
This list of myths of the Gulf War is not ex -

haus tive. The im age of prow ess and suc cess at
very low cost that the pub lic has of the Gulf
War is a dan ger ous de lu sion. The myths re -

16  AIRPOWER JOURNAL  FALL 1998



veal a gap be tween per cep tion and re al ity.
Un chal lenged, they have dis torted pub lic
per cep tion of the Gulf War, our role in it, its
sig nifi cance, and the de gree to which it
should serve as a ref er ence for fu ture en gage -
ments abroad. A poor model on which to base 
as sump tions about fu ture wars, it was unique
in many ways. All wars are.

We should not re peat the mythi cal les sons
of our ex pe ri ence in the Gulf as a pol icy
guide. These un founded “les sons” of the Gulf 
War are dan ger ous in the ex treme. Mis per -
ceiv ing to such a de gree some thing as mo -
men tous and fun da men tal as a large- scale
con ven tional en gage ment of in ter na tional
sig nifi cance is a se ri ous mat ter in its own
right. Bas ing ill- founded poli cies on fal la -
cious as sump tions about the past, our
strengths, and our sup posed ac com plish -
ments is a vola tile brew. Simi larly, not un der -
stand ing the es sence of air power and its con -
tri bu tions to how wars may be fought and
won risks dis as ter via an other route. If air men 
don’t un der stand and ar ticu late to oth ers
what air power can do, who will? The im ple -
men ta tion of In stant Thun der—the stra te gic
air cam paign plan for the Gulf War—was a
very close- run af fair, de spite Spaatz’s com -
ments of 45 years ear lier.

Mis read ing our selves or the world flirts
with fail ure. Do ing both vir tu ally guar an tees
it. We have seen Ameri can power erode
stead ily, the Gulf War not with stand ing. It is a
mat ter of at ti tude as well as ap ti tude. It is not

our mili tary might that is in ques tion. Rather,
it is our po liti cal pur pose and abil ity to lead
that is sus pect. We are less likely to act uni lat -
er ally. Both our na tional se cu rity strat egy and
our na tional mili tary strat egy pre sume coa li -
tion war fare. We need oth ers to per mit, pay
for, and par tici pate in our wars. We have to
have the ap proval of oth ers to per mit us to use 
mili tary force abroad through UN sanc tion -
ing of our nas cent cru sades. We re quire oth -
ers to pay for the use of our force abroad. And
we wish oth ers to par tici pate in the ap pli ca -
tion of that force, or we are re luc tant to act.

The new fan gled term co op era tive se cu rity
may be no less bank rupt than the col lec tive se -
cu rity un der the League of Na tions in the
1920s and 1930s. Some one—usu ally the most
pow er ful—must take the first step to in ter -
vene, whether it be to stop ag gres sion, pun ish
vio la tors of human- rights stan dards, stop
geno ci dal war fare, or save large num bers of
lives amid the refu gee cri ses of peo ple flee ing
fam ine and dis ease. Not do ing some of these
things may in deed be re gret ta ble. But worse
yet is to think we can han dle all such prob -
lems, take the ini tia tive to do so, and then
find we are un able—even if not un will ing—to
do so. That is likely to be the case, given the
de fense budg ets and poli cies of the mo ment.
The fact that this re al ity is at odds with pub lic
myths of the Gulf War rep re sents a grave dan -
ger we should avoid. Un der stand ing the
myths of the Gulf War is a nec es sary an ti dote
to hav ing our moral and po liti cal reach ex -
ceed our mili tary grasp.  
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